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ABSTRACT

Sun Yat-sen was a distinguished patriot, a pioneering figure in China’s democratic movement, 
the creator of the Republic of China and the Kuomintang, and the formulator of the “Three 
People’s Principles.” In the context of China’s early modernization during the Republic of 
China, the 1911 Revolution dismantled the monarchy and instituted a bourgeois republic, 
thereby transferring the leadership of early modernization to the modern bourgeoisie and 
facilitating the transition to modern civilization. It popularized the concept of a democratic 
republic and established an institutional framework for China’s initial modernization. Sun Yat-
sen’s vision for nation-building and his modernization philosophy significantly contributed 
to China’s early modernization, particularly through the New Three People’s Principles and 
the policies of collaboration with Russia, the Communist Party, and the labor classes and 
peasants, which exhibited a socialist inclination. Third, it provided some experience for the 
Communist Party of China to explore the road of China’s modernization.

Keywords: 1911 Chinese Revolution, modernization, struggle against imperialism and 
feudalism, reconstruction, Three People’s Principles.

Introduction

DURING THE LATE QING DYNASTY, CHINA 
experienced further fragmentation due to Western ca-
pitalist powers; national capitalism emerged and evol-
ved, the agrarian economy began to fragment, the Qing 
Dynasty became increasingly inept and corrupt, pea-
sant movements persisted, and new ideologies prolife-

rated. The Westernization school did not accomplish its 
objective of self-improvement and prosperity, and the 
reformists did not meet the anticipated expectations for 
enhancement and affluence. The recent policies imple-
mented at the conclusion of the Qing Dynasty did not 
succeed in attaining the objectives of self-strengthening 
and restoration. At this juncture, the bourgeois revolu-
tionaries ascended to the historical stage.
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The Revolution of 1911 established the 
conditions necessary for the comprehensive 
initiation of China’s early modernization 

Sun Yat-sen (1866-1925) was a distinguished 
patriot, a pioneering figure in China’s democratic 
movement, the creator of the Republic of China and 
the Kuomintang, and the formulator of the “Three 
People’s Principles.” Sun Yat-sen was born and ra-
ised during the Westernization Movement. Upon 
the conclusion of the Westernization Movement, 
the youthful Sun Yat-sen assimilated the insights 
derived from its shortcomings, amalgamated them 
with the principles of Western modernization, and 
proposed an economic modernization strategy to 
enhance China’s wealth and strength that advocated 
for a transition in agriculture, education, industry, 
and economy from traditional to modern paradig-
ms:

“People can exert their utmost, land can yield 
its maximum, resources can be optimized, and 

goods can circulate freely (Sun, 1981a: 8).”
Despite the failure of the 1911 Revolution to ac-

hieve its ultimate goal, Sun Yat-sen’s comprehensive 
reform vision for China and his ideas influenced 
society. Subsequently, Sun Yat-sen (1981a: 52) un-
covered the profound corruption within the Qing 
government and acknowledged that:

“The approach of peaceful reform is no longer 
viable. As the demand for governance inten-
sifies and the urgency for reform escalates, it 
becomes evident that the methods of nonvi-
olent transformation must be modified to in-
corporate pressure.”
He commenced the path of revolution. He initia-

ted the Revolution of 1911, advocating for compre-
hensive anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism, which 
terminated the feudal monarchy that had persisted 
for over two millennia, altered the trajectory of Chi-
nese history, and established the groundwork for 
China’s early modernization to progress into a new 
phase.

In August 1905, Sun Yat-sen, together with Huang Xing, Song Jiaoren, and others, founded the first national revolutio-
nary organization, the Tongmenghui Association (Chinese Revolutionary Alliance) (Photo: Chiculture, 2025).
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Sun Yat-sen formulated the “Three People’s 
Principles” doctrine, which delineated a no-
vel trajectory for China’s modernization 

In 1894, Sun Yat-sen spearheaded the establish-
ment of the first local bourgeois revolutionary orga-
nization in modern China, the “Xingzhonghui” As-
sociation, which advocated the revolutionary agenda 
of “expelling the Manchus, restoring China, and ins-
tituting a unified government” (Sun, 1981a: 20), ref-
lecting the democratic revolutionary objective of en-
tirely dismantling the Qing Dynasty and instituting 
a republican government akin to that of the United 
States. Entering the 20th century, a cohort of burge-
oning intellectuals authored books and disseminated 
newspapers and periodicals, ardently promoting de-
mocratic revolutionary concepts. Bourgeois revoluti-
onary factions disseminated revolutionary concepts 
broadly, instilling these ideas profoundly into the 
populace, leading to the development and expansion 
of revolutionary forces. Amid the swift growth of the 
revolutionary landscape, Sun Yat-sen united the nati-
on’s revolutionary factions, and in August 1905, Hu-
ang Xing, Song Jiaoren, and others jointly established 
the inaugural national revolutionary organization—
Tongmenghui Association (Chinese Revolutionary 
Alliance). The Tongmenghui Association adopted 
the goal of “expelling the Manchus, restoring China, 
establishing the Republic of China, and equalizing 
land rights” (Sun, 1981a: 276-277) as its agenda for 
a bourgeois democratic revolution and initially de-
lineated the framework for the bourgeois Republic. 
In October of that year, Sun Yat-sen articulated the 
three ideas of “nationalism, civil rights, and people’s 
livelihood” (Sun, 1981a: 288) in his journal, Peop-
le’s Daily. Nationalism signifies the expulsion of the 
Manchus and the restoration of China, the fall of the 
Manchu-led feudal dynasty by a national revolution, 
and the establishment of a “national state” characteri-

zed by equality among all ethnic groups:
“China is the China of the Chinese; the politi-
cs of China are managed by the Chinese. Upon 
expelling the Manchus, we shall restore our na-
tion (Zhang & Li, 2009: 174).”
The purpose of the unremitting struggle of modern 

Chinese people with lofty ideals is to save the country 
from danger and achieve national independence, so 
the feudal autocratic system must be overthrown. The 
civil rights thought refers to the establishment of the 
Republic of China by dismantling the feudal dictator-
ship through revolution and instituting a bourgeois 
democratic republic.

Sun Yat-sen contended that the bourgeois republic 
was the most evolved political system globally, asser-
ting that China should adopt this system in accordan-
ce with the “axioms of evolution” of humanity. The 
principle of civic rights underpins political revoluti-
on: 

“Following the national revolution in the future, 
while it is indeed possible to eradicate the cur-
rent detrimental politics, the underlying causes 
will persist, and it must not be neglected. For 
millennia, China has functioned as an absolu-
te monarchy, a system incompatible with the 
principles of equality and freedom for its popu-
lation. Success cannot be achieved only through 
the national revolution (Sun, 1981a: 325).”
This illustrates that the establishment of a “Repub-

lic of China” necessitates a political revolution along-
side the national revolution: 

“In the ongoing revolution for the establish-
ment of a national government, all citizens are 
equal and possess the right to engage in politi-
cal power. The people elect the president. The 
Parliament consists of representatives elected 
by the people. All individuals draft and comply 
with the Constitution of the Republic of China 
(Sun, 1981a: 297).”
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This created the foundation for the republic’s attain-
ment of civil rights. The philosophy of people’s liveliho-
od advocates for “equal land rights,” addressing social 
and economic issues related to land through social re-
volution, thereby achieving national wealth and stren-
gth while establishing a “social state.”

Sun Yat-sen believed that the significant disparity 
between the affluent and the impoverished in Europe 
and the United States stemmed from the inability to 
address the land issue. Consequently, after examining 
the tumultuous capitalist landscape, Sun Yat-sen endea-
vored to identify a lasting solution to the land issue, en-
hance the populace’s wealth, and fortify the nation. In 
the following words, he elucidates the concepts of social 
wealth redistribution, anti-monopoly, and the concept 
of public ownership:

“All persons should equally reap the benefits of 
civilizational developments. The improvement 
of social and economic structures affects wor-
ldwide land valuation. The current land prices 
will remain with the original proprietors; the 
augmented value resulting from societal advan-
cements post-revolution will be allocated to the 
state and distributed among the populace. The 
state responsible for societal formation must gu-
arantee that every family has adequate food and 
clothing, ensuring that no individual is left home-
less. Individuals who attempt to monopolize and 
dominate the lives of citizens ought to be forsa-
ken by the populace (Sun, 1981a: 297)” 
The concept of “average land right” encompasses 

“establishing land value,” “taxation based on the value,” 
“reverting land to public ownership according to the 
value,” “acquiring land based on the value,” and “sta-
te-owned land.” Sun Yat-sen (2011b: 625) proposed 
that:

“When each county established autonomy, it 
must first determine the valuation of private land 
inside the county. The landlord should establish 
the legal framework, and the local government 

would impose taxes based on this valuation, 
with the option to purchase at any moment ac-
cording to the predetermined price. If the land’s 
value appreciates as a result of political reform or 
social advancement, the advantages will be dist-
ributed among the entire county’s populace, and 
the original owner shall not partake. The annual 
agricultural yield, the appreciation of land value, 
the output from communal land, the benefits de-
rived from natural resources such as mountains, 
forests, and waterways, as well as the profits from 
hydroelectric power, are all under the jurisdiction 
of the local government. These resources are uti-
lized for local enterprises and to address public 
necessities, including child-rearing, elder care, 
poverty alleviation, healthcare, and familial sup-
port”.
Sun Yat-sen’s “Three People’s Principles” outlines a 

novel vision and methodology for achieving China’s 
modernization via national, political, and social chan-
ge: 

“The objective of our revolution is to pursue 
happiness for all people. We do not want a small 
number of Manchus to monopolize, so we need a 
national revolution; we do not want the monarch 
to monopolize, so we need a political revolution; 
we do not want a small number of rich people 
to monopolize, so we need a social revolution. If 
we cannot achieve any of these three goals, it is 
not our intention. After achieving these three go-
als, China will become the most perfect country 
(Zhang & Li, 2013: 176).” 
The Three Peoples’ Principles program expresses 

the political and economic ideologies of the Chinese 
bourgeoisie of that period, which aimed at moderni-
zation. It delineates three primary objectives: national 
sovereignty, political democracy, and economic deve-
lopment. The “Three People’s Principles” was establis-
hed based on Sun Yat-sen’s synthesis of the experiences 
and learning from the systems of Western capitalist 
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nations, and it represented the theoretical culminati-
on of his initial reflections on China’s modernization. 
The interpretation of the internal logic of the “Three 
People’s Principles” also demonstrates that Sun Yat-sen 
investigated the realistic path of China’s modernization 
in the context of the country’s national circumstances.

The Revolution of 1911 terminated the feudal 
autocracy and initiated a new path for China’s 
modernization

Sun Yat-sen, as the leader of the bourgeois revo-
lutionary movement, aimed to rescue the Chinese 
nation from peril by prioritizing national sovereig-
nty, civil rights, and the welfare of the populace, and 
he spearheaded the call to “revitalize China.” Under 
Sun Yat-sen’s leadership, numerous revolutionary 
party members fervently disseminated revolutio-
nary ideas, instilled the principles of democracy and 
republicanism in the populace, and persistently ini-

tiated armed uprisings, which received enthusiastic 
support from the people nationwide. On October 
10, 1911, the Wuchang Uprising initiated China’s 
comprehensive national democratic revolution. It 
terminated the two-thousand-year feudal tyranny 
in China and instituted the first republican state in 
Asia. On January 1, 1912, Sun Yat-sen assumed the 
role of temporary president, officially declaring the 
formation of the Republic of China.

The Nanjing Provisional Government was a re-
volutionary regime characterized as a bourgeois 
republic. To avert the obliteration of the revoluti-
on’s accomplishments by Yuan Shikai following his 
ascension to the presidency and to curtail his aut-
hority, the Senate of the Nanjing Provisional Gover-
nment enacted, in March 1912, the inaugural code 
resembling a constitution of the bourgeois republic 
in Chinese history, the Provisional Constitution Law 
of the Republic of China, which dismantled the feu-
dal absolute monarchy as a fundamental law. The 

Sun Yat-sen's handwritten comments on the manuscript ‘Outline of the Establishment of the National 
Government’ (Photo: National Museum of China, 2025).
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Constitution Law comprises 56 articles organized into 
seven chapters: basic principles, the populace, the Se-
nate, the interim president, the vice president, the state 
clerk, the judiciary, and supplemental provisions. It ad-
heres to the Western bourgeois democratic principle 
of “separation of powers” and asserts that all Chinese 
individuals are equal and own the sovereignty of the 
Republic of China. It mandates the establishment of 
the cabinet system; the cabinet prime minister is ele-
cted by the parliamentary majority, and presidential 
orders require countersignature by the cabinet prime 
minister to become effective.

Following the foundation of the Nanjing Provisio-
nal Government, the circumstances were challenging; 
yet, it devised numerous policies across political, eco-
nomic, military, cultural, and educational domains 
and endeavored to implement reforms. It implemen-
ted the policy of national unification in domestic mat-
ters and established the republic encompassing five 
ethnic groups of Han, Manchu, Mongolian, Hui, and 
Tibetan. This policy enabled the formation and advan-
cement of the multi-ethnic Chinese state.

The Ministry of Industry was founded to revitalize 
industries, and a series of policies and measures were 
enacted to promote industrial and commercial deve-
lopment. It experienced a surge in industrial activity, 
prompting the formation of industrial and mining en-
terprises, including railways, mines, ships, machinery 
production, reclamation projects, and other factories, 
firms, and banks. The national industry was advanced; 

the military discipline was organized, and the army 
was restructured. The Republic implemented “five 
educations” of national military, ordinary, civic mora-
lity, world outlook, and aesthetics as its new educati-
onal policy while also promoting general education, 
thereby establishing a foundation for the advancement 
of school education in the Republic of China. The so-
cial reform movement illuminated every facet of social 
life. The promotion of public servant awareness and a 
clean work ethic, the alteration of titles, and the elimi-
nation of kneeling etiquette, smoking, and gambling 
progressively transformed individuals’ spiritual orien-
tation, resulting in a society that exhibited a renewed 
environment of vigor and vitality.

The Revolution of 1911 dismantled the feudal re-
gime and instituted a democratic republican system, 
signifying the commencement of the national democ-
ratic revolution. “Constrained by the historical and 
social conditions of the time and lacking the right 
path and leading force to determine the future of the 
country, the Revolution of 1911 could not change the 
semi-colonial and semi-feudal nature of Chinese so-
ciety; it could not alter the bitter fate of the Chinese 
people; and it could not accomplish the historic missi-
ons of national independence and the people’s libera-
tion (Xi, 2021: 3)”.

However, it constituted the prelude of China’s com-
prehensive national democratic revolution. But the 
Revolution of 1911 dismantled feudalism, the intrinsic 
impediment to China’s modernization. It was a valu-
able exploration for the Chinese nation to achieve the 
national independence and liberation of the Chinese 
people and to find the path of China’s modernization, 
which would lead to a significant rejuvenation of Chi-
na. The 1911 Revolution signified China’s shift from 
a feudal society dominated by imperial authority to 
a democratic and republican modern state, shifting 
China’s modernization from passive to active, thus 
representing a crucial turning point in this process 
(Xi, 2021:4).

The Revolution of 1911 
dismantled the feudal regime 
and instituted a democratic 
republican system, signifying the 
commencement of the national 
democratic revolution. 
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Sun Yat-sen formulated the initial framework 
for China’s modernization

Sun relinquished the presidency on February 13, 
1912. Following the usurpation of victory by Yuan 
Shikai, Sun Yat-sen assumed personal responsibility 
for industrial growth and diligently endeavored to 
advance China’s modernization. Upon recognizing 
Yuan Shikai’s true nature, Sun Yat-sen initiated the 
“Second Revolution” against Yuan using military for-
ces, which included the War of Defending the Cons-
titution against Yuan (1913-1916), the Second Revo-
lution of Defending the Constitution (1921-1922), 
and the National Revolution (1925-1927) of the Ku-
omintang-Communist Party against the Warlords. 
During the revolution, Sun Yat-sen contemplated 
China’s modernization extensively and articulated his 
ideas through writing books, speeches, lectures, and 
proclamations, thereby systematically formulating his 
theory of modernization and presenting a compre-
hensive plan for China’s initial modernization.

Sun Yat-sen’s building of China’s 
modernization theory 

Sun Yat-sen was a major forerunner and pioneer of 
China’s modernization. He created the theoretical 
system of China’s modernization on the whole and 
proposed a blueprint for China to thoroughly begin 
its modernization under the democratic and republi-
can social system. Although Sun Yat-sen did not have 
a special work on modernization, his modernization 
thought was reflected in his “National Construction 
Strategy” (including “Sun Wen Theory,” “Industrial 
Plan,” and “Introduction to Civil Rights”), “Constituti-
on of the Five Powers,” “Declaration of the First Natio-
nal Congress of the Kuomintang,” “Outline of the Na-
tional Government’s Founding,” “The Three People’s 
Principles,” and other works, which built a theoretical 
framework for modernization.

Establish the rejuvenation of China as the 
objective

Throughout his life, Sun Yat-sen sought the 
ideals of national sovereignty, advancement, and 
revitalization. During the planning of China’s mo-
dernization, Sun Yat-sen articulated the objective 
of revitalizing China, emphasizing that national 
independence was a requirement for this renewal. 
By the conclusion of the 19th century, the Chinese 
populace endured severe adversity due to the dual 
oppression of imperialism and feudalism, charac-
terized by persistent turmoil and recurrent insur-
rections. Notwithstanding the Westernization Mo-
vement, the Hundred Days’ Reform, and the New 
Policies of the late Qing Dynasty (New Deal of Qing 
Dynasty or Late Qing Reforms), China’s progress 
remained significantly inferior to that of the West. 
This truth was repeatedly demonstrated in the con-
text of foreign attack. In this context, Sun Yat-sen 
lifted his arms and proclaimed the emphatic slogan 
of “revitalizing China” (Sun, 2011a: 14).” Sun Yat-
sen consistently integrated the sentiment of national 
misery with the aspiration for national rejuvenati-
on, dedicating his life to the significant endeavor of 
national revitalization and formulating a vision for 
China’s future growth. Sun (2011a: 221) recognized 
that national independence was essential for China’s 
rejuvenation: 

“If the right to development is in our hands, 
we will survive; if it is not, we will perish. Sal-
vation is attainable solely through renewal; 
national independence is the exclusive route 
to national prosperity; and revolution serves 
as the mechanism to attain national indepen-
dence.”
In summary, Sun Yat-sen’s Three People’s Prin-

ciples prioritize nationalism above all. Sun Yat-sen 
articulated (2011a: 72) an optimistic vision for nati-
onal rejuvenation:
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“With the achievement of our esteemed objective 
of reforming China, our illustrious nation will not 
only enter a new epoch, but all humanity will par-
take in a more luminous future. The resurgence of 
China will undoubtedly lead to universal peace, 
unveiling a vast arena previously unimagined for 
the social and economic endeavors of the civilized 
world.”
Sun Yat-sen examined the historical trajectory of 

China’s early modernization, formulating the theory 
of national rejuvenation while actively engaging in the 
monumental endeavor of preserving the nation from 
obliteration and renewing China. He devoted himself to 
advocating to follow historical trends, the advancement 
of industry and social wealth, and the pursuit of econo-
mic development to position China among the civilized 
nations globally, thereafter embracing the historical obli-
gation as the vanguard of China’s modernization.

Adopt the “Three People’s Principles” as the 
framework

“The Three People’s Principles” constitutes the 
essence of Sun Yat-sen’s ideology and serves as the 

framework for his comprehensive vision of moder-
nization, aimed at enhancing national wealth and 
strength. On December 30, 1923, Sun Yat-sen add-
ressed (Sun, 2011b: 586) the Kuomintang members 
in Guangzhou with a speech entitled “Propaganda 
Creates Mass Power,” underscoring the necessity of 
collaboration and effort to establish a nation foun-
ded on the Three People’s Principles and a five-power 
constitution:

“We must employ the Three People’s Principles 
to transform public cognition. What are the Th-
ree People’s Principles? Simply put, they are of 
the people, by the people, and for the people. 
When our future country is of, by, and for the 
people, its people will be the happiest in the 
world.”
Under the influence of the Communist Internatio-

nal and the Communist Party of China, Sun Yat-sen 
resolved to restructure the KMT and adopt the three 
principal policies of alliance with Russia, collabora-
tion with the Communist Party, and support for the 
peasantry and laborers. The original “Three Peop-
le’s Principles” evolved into the “New Three People’s 
Principles.” Sun’s theory of the New Three People’s 

“The Three People’s Principles” constitutes the essence of Sun Yat-sen’s ideology (Photo: Chiculture, 2025).
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Principles served as the political foundation for the 
initial collaboration between the KMT and the Com-
munist Party. Mao Zedong (1938) assessed Sun Yat-
sen’s paramount accomplishments as “the program of 
the Three People’s Principles, the policy of the united 
front, and the spirit of hard struggle,” asserting that 
these three “constitute the most central, essential, and 
significant legacy bequeathed to us by Mr. Sun.”

In comparison to the previous Three People’s 
Principles, the revised Three People’s Principles have 
attained a significant advancement and qualitative 
transformation. In the New Three People’s Princip-
les, nationalism has been revised to include two di-
mensions: “the Chinese nation seeks liberation from 
itself ” and “all ethnic groups in China are equal” (Sun, 
2011b: 614), thereby incorporating the notion of “op-
posing imperialism.” During this period, Sun Yat-sen 
was influenced by the triumph of the Russian Revo-
lution and by the Communist Party of China, leading 
him to comprehend that China’s modernization ne-
cessitated national independence. Therefore, the New 
Three People’s Principles prioritize anti-imperialism 
and underscore the necessity of resisting imperialist 
aggression.

According to the doctrine of civil rights, rooted 
in the principle of the separation of the five powers 
articulated by Sun Yat-sen—namely, the powers of 
legislation, judiciary, administration, examination, 
and supervision—citizens possess not only the right 
to vote but also the authority to initiate, participate in 
referendums, and remove officials from office. This 
underscores that “the Kuomintang’s doctrine of civil 
rights is a collective entitlement of the populace, not 
a privilege of the minority for personal advantage 
(Sun, 2011b: 616).” The amalgamation of bourgeois 
civil rights advocacy with the nationalist resistance 
to imperialism signifies substantial progress. Con-
cerning people’s livelihoods, it can be encapsulated as 
“one pertains to equal land rights; the other involves 
capital control,” and the policy of “those who culti-

vate the land possess the land” should be enacted. 
Following the 1911 Revolution, Sun Yat-sen fervently 
promoted state ownership of large enterprises and ra-
ised the two issues: Land and capital. Regarding land, 
he proposed a novel interpretation of “average land 
rights,” introduced a policy to guarantee “land for the 
tiller,” and unequivocally opposed feudal exploitati-
on. It proposed “capital control,” which entails fos-
tering state capital while limiting private capital and 
employing state authority to restrain the excessive 
growth and monopolization of private capital. It pro-
poses the nationalization of all substantial enterprises 
that cannot be entrusted with private capital, inclu-
ding banks, railways, and shipping routes, and for the 
implementation of state ownership. Furthermore, it 
recommends the adoption of policies to safeguard, 
promote, and regulate private capital to prevent subs-
tantial private interests from manipulating the natio-
nal economy and the welfare of the populace. Simul-
taneously, it is explicitly suggested to revise the tax 
legislation, establish the labor law, enhance the welfa-
re of workers, and additionally to bolster the pension 
system, child-rearing framework, healthcare system, 
and universal education system, among others (Sun, 
2011b: 617).  

The two economic initiatives of “equal land rights” 
and “capital regulation” were implemented to miti-
gate the disadvantages of capitalism. While the “state 
ownership” advocated by Sun Yat-sen differs from the 
proletarian concept of “state ownership,” it distinctly 
reflects Sun Yat-sen’s political acumen and revoluti-
onary ethos.

In essence, the New Three People’s Principles cons-
titute a unified entity. National independence serves 
as the foundation, civil rights act as the political as-
surance, and the welfare of the populace represents 
the ultimate objective. The trio collectively forms Sun 
Yat-sen’s agenda for Chinese modernization, embod-
ying the historical necessity that Chinese society must 
abandon the traditional path of Western capitalism.

Liu Ningning & Cheng Enfu - Sun Yat-sen’s Contribution to Early Stages of Chinese Modernization 



B R I q  •  Vo lume 6  I ssue  2  Spr ing  2025

179

Advancing China’s modernization through 
revolution and reconstruction as dual pillars

National survival and independence are essential for 
China’s modernization. Sun Yat-sen recognized that the 
failures of reforms under the feudal autocratic system, 
following the Westernization movement, indicated that 
China was a nation subjected to both imperialist aggres-
sion and domestic feudal autocracy. Imperialism jeopar-
dized the existence of the Chinese nation, leading to the 
prospect of division and external management. The feu-
dal autocratic system significantly impeded social and 
economic advancement, leading to poverty and stag-
nation. Consequently, uprooting feudalism and overth-
rowing the imperialism upon which the warlords rely for 
their existence was essential for the establishment of a 
sovereign and independent state (Sun, 2011b: 981). 

Sun Yat-sen considered national independence the 
foremost political prerequisite for China’s progression 
towards modernization. He must first attain national 
independence through the use of force in a democratic 
revolution, replace the feudal autocracy with a republi-
can system, and facilitate modernization. Sun Yat-sen 
vigorously promoted and spearheaded the revolution, 
initiating a new epoch through armed struggle.

Revolution and reconstruction are dependent upon 
one another and coexist. Sun Yat-sen posited that re-
volution and construction were integral components of 
China’s development, progress, and modernization. The 
revolution was destructive; however, it was not the ob-
jective. The sole objective of the revolution was const-
ruction:

“Revolution can be profoundly destructive, exemp-
lified by the dismantling of the imperial system 
and the overthrow of autocracy; such significant 
devastation necessitates equally extraordinary re-
construction. A destruction by the revolution and 
reconstruction are inseparably connected, like the 
wings of a bird (Sun, 2011a:176).”
In the “National Strategy,” Sun Yat-sen (2011a: 122) 

articulated profound dismay regarding the inability to 

implement construction following the 1911 revolution:
“In the past seven years, we have missed the na-
tion’s construction while conflicts have escalated 
and the people have endured hardship. Contemp-
lation at midnight cannot evoke sadness! The 
construction of the Republic of China must not be 
delayed even for a moment.”
Faced with the stark realities of autocracy, foreign 

enemies oppression, poverty, and stagnation while stri-
ving for the ideals of independence, democracy, pros-
perity, and civilization, Sun Yat-sen not only formulated 
a blueprint for China’s modernization and vigorously 
disseminated his modernization philosophy but also 
engaged in practical implementation, establishing the 
Three People’s Principles as the nation’s foundation and 
the five-power Constitution as the systemic framework. 
Utilizing the industrial plan as a framework, he aimed to 
align with the modernization trajectory of advanced ca-
pitalist nations globally. On August 1, 1919, Sun Yat-sen 
assumed direct leadership and established the Chien-she 
Tsa-chih (Reconstruction Magazine) 

“to advocate for construction ideology, clarify its 
principles, and broadly disseminate the party’s 
construction ideology, ensuring it became widely 
understood by the populace. This approach would 
convey that construction is an essential contempo-
rary requirement and that it is a manageable ende-
avor. Consequently, through the collective endea-
vor of everybody, we aspire to construct a nation 
(Sun, 1985: 89).”

Adopt the approach of “integrating diverse 
strengths and leveraging novel innovations”

What is China’s strategy for modernization? Sun 
Yat-sen advocated for transparency and a global pers-
pective. Rather than uncritically embracing Western 
ideals, he embraced specific dialectical approaches and 
methodologies, promoting the examination of China’s 
internal circumstances alongside global trends, learning 
from others’ strengths, and leveraging new inventions 
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(Sun, 1981c: 1). Sun Yat-sen believed that for China’s 
modernization, it should assimilate the West’s advanced 
experiences while considering its distinct conditions. He 
believed that China ought to align with global trends, 
adopt an open-door policy, approach both Chinese and 
Western cultures with scientific rigor, circumvent the is-
sues associated with Western capitalism, and select the 
developmental trajectory most advantageous for China. 
Only through this method can China persist in enhan-
cing its modernization, progress slowly and extensively, 
and gradually exceed the West. Consequently, under Sun 
Yat-sen’s modernization strategy, he did not entirely rep-
licate Western capitalism and industrialization but integ-
rated China’s own circumstances and sought a capitalist 
modernization path infused with Chinese local features.

To a certain extent, Sun Yat-sen adhered to the prin-
ciple of using the past for the present and adopting fo-
reign ideas for Chinese needs, rather than completely 
copying foreign cultures. He emphasized critical inheri-
tance. For example, in “The History of the Chinese Re-
volution,” published on January 29, 1923, Sun Yat-sen ar-
ticulated that his revolutionary theory, grounded in the 
Three People’s Principles, was an innovative synthesis of 
the strengths of Western doctrines and esteemed traditi-
onal Chinese thoughts:

“My plans for the Chinese Revolution incorporate 
ideas derived from the traditional ideas inherent 
in our country, regulations from European doctri-
nes and practices, as well as those formulated from 
my personal perspective (Sun, 1981c: 60).”
Concerning nationalism, he underscored indepen-

dence and the importance of acquiring knowledge from 
others: 

“My nationalism entails the development and ex-
pansion of our ancestors’ legacy. All nations must 
preserve their sovereignty, promote their unique 
culture, and absorb and enhance global culture to 
coexist with other nations (Sun, 1981c: 60).” 
He concentrated on the natural blending of Chine-

se and foreign political systems in terms of civil rights. 
He adopted both the Western system of separation of 

powers and the ancient Chinese examination and inspe-
ction systems. He employed the five-power constitution 
and the five-power separation to establish the institutio-
nal framework for China’s political modernization.

Regarding people’s livelihoods, he personally witnes-
sed in Western nations that the advancement of capitalist 
modernization exposed the inequality between the afflu-
ent and the impoverished, a disparity that also exists in 
China. Consequently, the enhancement of people’s live-
lihoods should occur concurrently with the promotion 
of nationalism and civil rights. “It will achieve political 
success in one instance and will also catalyze an econo-
mic revolution (Sun, 1981c: 61).” One ought to eschew 
the antiquated trajectory of Western civilization and ins-
tead align with global trends, fostering national advan-
cement in accordance with their unique circumstances. 
The slogan “Learn from Russia,” introduced in his later 
years, exemplifies Sun Yat-sen’s dialectical perspective 
regarding significant global trends.

Sun Yat-sen’s overall plan for national 
industrialization 

Modernization is defined as “a process whereby a tra-
ditional agricultural society is converted into a mo-
dern industrial society, driven by the advancements 
in industry, science, and technology, resulting in the 
pervasive influence of industrialism across all sectors 
of the economy, politics, culture, and ideology, thereby 
inducing significant alterations in social organization 
and behavior (Luo, 2012:3).” Consequently, industriali-
zation is the sole means for underdeveloped nations to 
attain modernization.

Sun Yat-sen, observing the stark disparity in materi-
al civilization between China and the West, recognized 
that the achievement of modernization necessitated the 
revitalization of industry. Sun Yat-sen dedicated his life 
to revitalizing the industry, achieving the country’s in-
dustrialization, and pursuing the prosperity of the na-
tion and the well-being of its people, enabling them to 
live and work in peace and contentment:
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“My lifelong endeavors have reached their zenith 
here, characterized by steadfast sincerity, an indo-
mitable spirit, resistance to the power of the Qing 
Dynasty, and resilience against the adversities of a 
dead end. My determination is unwavering, advan-
cing persistently, becoming more resilient with each 
adversity, and perpetually endeavoring (Sun, 2011a: 
120).”
After stepping down from the position of provisional 

president, he passionately devoted himself to industrial 
development. He inspected, lectured, and promoted his 
modernization ideas everywhere. In 1918, following the 
conclusion of World War I, Sun Yat-sen, in his “Industrial 
Plan,” expressed his desire to leverage the extensive mac-
hinery and organized labor to advance China’s industrial 
development and achieve significant progress for its pe-
ople in the wartime period. He recognized the opportu-
nity presented by “our 400 million excellent and civilized 
nation as a unique global resource” (Sun, 2011a: 221), as-
serting that “it was a matter of aligning promising people 
with promising land at a propitious time to elevate China 
to the forefront of the world” (Sun, 2011a: 170). 

Sun Yat-sen devoted considerable effort to examining 
the issue of China’s industrialization and meticulously 
crafted a comprehensive and systematic document—“In-
dustrial Plan,” recognized as the first relatively complete 
national industrialization program in Chinese history.

Set up a blueprint for China’s 
industrialization to realize modernization

The core of Sun Yat-sen’s early thoughts on China’s mo-
dernization centered on identifying a unique path tailored 
to China’s characteristics in order to compete with advan-
ced nations globally. Inspired by this philosophy, Sun anal-
yzed global trends and China’s domestic circumstances. In 
his Industrial Plan (Material Construction), he delineated 
the framework for China’s prospective modernization 
with substantial ambition. This plan was segmented into 
six phases and 33 sections. It is proposed to construct ap-
proximately 160,000 kilometers of railways to link China’s 
coastal, inland, and border regions; establish 1.6 million 
kilometers of roads to create a national road network and 
access the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau; excavate and refurbish 

An original map from Sun Yat-sen's ‘Industrial Plan’ (Photo: The Paper, 2022).
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waterways and canals nationwide; erect the Three Gorges 
Dam; enhance inland river transportation along with wa-
ter conservancy and power sectors; develop a world-class 
seaport along China’s northern, central, and southern co-
asts; and vigorously advance agriculture, manufacturing, 
and mining. This blueprint created by Mr. Sun Yat-sen de-
monstrates his exceptional insights and robust aspirations 
for China’s progress (Xi, 2016: 11). 

The six principal plans encompass nearly all facets of 
the national economy and citizens’ welfare, illustrating a 
trajectory for China’s modernization that aims to swiftly 
eradicate poverty and underdevelopment, thereby attai-
ning national prosperity and strength in a brief timeframe.

Implement a development strategy 
centered on a modernized transportation 
network, with heavy industry and 
agriculture as primary components

The development of a nation’s transportation sector 
is a direct measure of its economic vitality. The develop-
ment of the transport sector is crucial for dismantling 
the natural economic model of self-sufficiency, enhan-
cing economic interactions between various regions, 
establishing a cohesive domestic market, and bolstering 
international economic relations. 

Consequently, Sun Yat-sen considered transportation 
the foundation of industry, and his industrial strategy 
prioritized the advancement of the transportation sector, 
leading to the comprehensive development of China’s 
railway, highway, and waterway networks. Sun Yat-sen 
focused on the construction of a railway communication 
network, which he saw as the cornerstone of transport. 
According to him, the establishment of a national road 
network covering 1.6 million kilometers of roads and the 
development of land and maritime transport systems, 
including the Northern, Eastern, and Southern ports, 
would make these ports gateways to the world and focal 
points for China’s comprehensive development.

Alongside the transportation sector, Sun Yat-sen pri-
oritized industries such as mining and smelting, empha-
sizing the steel industry and agriculture: 

“Agriculture and mining are the foundational in-
dustries for all others. When agriculture and mi-
ning thrive, all other industries will prosper. Steel 
is the foundation of all industries (Sun, 1981b: 
134).” 
Sun Yat-sen asserted that the nation required ste-

el with utmost urgency. The construction of ports and 
railways necessitated a significant provision of steel. 
Agriculture underpins industrial development and the 
overall national economy. Sun Yat-sen championed the 
application of science and technology to enhance agri-
culture, implement the technical modernization of tra-
ditional and underdeveloped farming practices, advance 
agricultural mechanization, and elevate agricultural la-
bor productivity.

Prioritizing the advancement of citizens’ 
welfare, enabling the Chinese populace to 
partake in the benefits of civilization.

Sun Yat-sen posited that clothing, sustenance, shel-
ter, and transportation constituted the four principal li-
velihood concerns, asserting that the Chinese populace 
should have access to adequate food, apparel, suitable 
living conditions, and effective means of travel. This ne-
cessitates the rejuvenation of industry, the implemen-
tation of contemporary science and technology, and 
capitalist production techniques, alongside the advan-
cement of agriculture, industry, mining, and transpor-
tation to fulfill the diverse essential materials required 
by the populace for clothing, sustenance, shelter, and 
mobility. Sun Yat-sen meticulously devised strategies 
to enhance the material and cultural living standards 
of the populace: “offer affordable housing,” “each hou-
sehold should consist of four to six rooms,” and “all 
households, irrespective of urban or rural status, should 
possess telephones (Sun, 2011a: 371-372).”

He proposed that the profits from industrial deve-
lopment be allocated partially to repay interest, parti-
ally to augment workers’ wages, partially to enhance 
and expand machine production, and the remainder to 
conserve goods and public utilities: 
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“Thus, all individuals will partake in the pleasures 
of contemporary civilization (Sun, 2011a: 384).” 
His sole ambition is to construct “the largest and 

most exemplary nation globally—one that is the most 
progressive, solemn, powerful, and peaceful, governed 
by the people and for the people (Sun, 2011a: 399).”

Opening up with the outside world while 
ensuring the preservation of national 
independence and sovereignty

Sun Yat-sen asserted that China’s engagement with the 
outside world must preserve national independence and 
sovereignty, which are essential for the country’s indust-
rialization and a significant aspect of his industrialization 
thought.

Sun Yat-sen’s reform and opening-up ideas primarily 
encompassed the inflow of foreign capital, expertise, and 
scientific advancements into the country. During that 
period, China faced a severe deficiency in construction 
funding, skilled personnel, and technical capabilities, with 
capital being the pivotal element determining the success 
or failure of the country’s industrialization. Sun Yat-sen 
assessed China’s significant advantages and asserted that 
China “holds the foremost position globally regarding its 
abundant resources and treasures.” According to him, “the 
population is 400 million, ranking first globally. The intel-
lect and skill of the Chinese populace have remained un-
paralleled since antiquity, and their 5,000-year-old culture 
is unique in the world. Millennia ago, they were already 
the most powerful in the world (Sun, 2011a: 195).” By ro-
bustly infusing capital and talent, we can definitely fulfill 
China’s industrialization agenda. 

“National initiatives can only be executed when 
foreign investment is secured, external expertise is 
proficiently organized, and aspirational strategies 
are formulated (Sun, 2011a: 227).”
Sun Yat-sen exhibited optimism regarding this mat-

ter. He referenced Japan as an illustration. By embracing 
European and American methodologies, Japan accomp-
lished in merely fifty years what the United States attained 
in a century. 

“With China’s current situation and wealth, if our 
people can come together as a nation, our indust-
rial development will undoubtedly catch up with 
Europe and the US within a decade by embracing 
foreign investment and expertise while developing 
our production capacity (Sun 2011a: 199).” 
Sun Yat-sen advocated international economic col-

laboration founded on equality and mutual advantage, 
aiming to integrate China’s economy into the global eco-
nomic framework and establish China as a prominent 
economic power.

Conclusion: The Value and Limitations of 
Sun Yat-sen’s Modernization Thought

Sun Yat-sen devised an ambitious plan for the moder-
nization of China; however, it was constrained by the 
nation’s semi-colonial and semi-feudal social and histo-
rical circumstances, along with Sun Yat-sen’s impracti-
cal perceptions of national conditions and the interna-
tional landscape. The “Industrial Plan” encountered its 
own challenges, preventing it from evolving beyond an 
admirable aspiration to enhance the nation and impro-
ve the welfare of its citizens. Nonetheless, this does not 
diminish the rationality, originality, and progressiveness 
of Sun Yat-sen’s economic modernization philosophy, 
which retains significant reference value for China’s con-
temporary modernization efforts.

The Revolution of 1911 initiated the shift from feu-
dal civilization to modern civilization. In the context of 
China’s early modernization during the Republic of Chi-
na, the 1911 Revolution dismantled the monarchy and 
instituted a bourgeois republic, thereby transferring the 
leadership of early modernization to the modern bour-
geoisie and facilitating the transition to modern civiliza-
tion. It popularized the concept of a democratic republic, 
reinstated China’s primary national structure, marked a 
pivotal moment in the revitalization of the Chinese na-
tion in modern history, and established an institutional 
framework for China’s initial modernization. Second, 
it opened the period of comprehensive development of 
China’s early modernization. The Nanjing Provisional 
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Government, led by Sun Yat-sen, enacted a series of laws 
and implemented modernization measures, resulting in 
significant changes across political, economic, cultural, 
and social domains, all exhibiting a pronounced capi-
talist character. Sun Yat-sen’s vision for nation-building 
and his modernization philosophy significantly contri-
buted to China’s early modernization, particularly th-
rough the New Three People’s Principles and the policies 
of collaboration with Russia, the Communist Party, and 
the agrarian and labor classes, which exhibited a socialist 
inclination. Third, it provided some experience for the 
Communist Party of China to explore the road of China’s 
modernization. 

Sun’s petty-bourgeois ideology and policy proposals 
were constrained by class and historical circumstances. 
First, he advocated for the concepts of “equalizing land 
rights” and “regulating capital” (specifically private capi-
tal), underscoring the necessity for the nationalization of 
large enterprises and prominent universities while per-
mitting private ownership of small and medium-sized 
enterprises in order to mitigate the influence of private 
capital on national decision-making and ensure the stab-
le development of the economy and society. Neverthe-
less, he did not stress that public ownership should be 
the primary entity regarding quality and quantity, nor 
did he genuinely depend on the revolutionary forces led 
by workers, peasants, and the Communist Party as the 
vanguard of the working class, thereby failing to embody 
the essential interests of the proletariat. Secondly, he mis-
judged the challenges and resistance to China’s moderni-
zation and lacked a comprehensive understanding of the 
nation’s formidable feudal elements, foreign influences, 
and their comprador factions, rendering his moderniza-
tion concepts difficult to actualize in a semi-colonial and 
semi-feudal society. 
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